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THE  STORY  OF  ELIZABETH  AND  ZECHARIAH 


It's  a  hard  business  having  to  live  in  someone 
else's  shadow.   The  Chrysler  Building  in  our  city,  a 
handsome  structure  by  any  reckoning,  has  been  all  but 
lost  in  the  sheen  of  the  majestic  lady  that  rises  at 
34th  and  5th„   The  New  York  City  Opera  Company  suffers 
from  being  in  the  same  town  with  the  Met,   For  years 
in  the  Yankee  outfield  Tommy  Henrich  was  eclipsed  by 
the  stylish  super-star,  Joe  DiMaggio.   Emile  Brunner 
would  be  more  widely  known  had  he  not  lived  concur- 
rently with  the  incomparable  Barth, 

When  it  comes  to  being  over-shadowed  in  the  Bible, 
consider  the  case  of  Elizabeth  and  Zechariah.   Have 
you  ever  heard  a  sermon  about  them?  This  is  my  twenty- 
sixth  year  in  the  ministry  and  I  confess  that  this  is 
the  first  time  that  I  have  ever  tried  to  preach  on  this 
venerable  couple. 

Stop  one  hundred  people  on  the  street  and  ask 
them  if  they  know  of  Mary  and  Joseph,  and  ninety  will 
answer,  "Yes."  Inquire  about  Elizabeth  and  Zechariah 
and  you  will  draw  shoulder  shrugs  and  puzzled  stares. 

Elizabeth  and  Zechariah  were  the  parents  of  John 
the  Baptist.   Their  story  in  its  own  right  deserves  a 
larger  share  of  our  attention.   They  are  less  cele- 
brated than  they  ought  to  be  because  the  action  in 
which  they  were  involved  is  generally  seen  as  a  sub- 
plot in  the  larger  Advent  saga.  A  television  editor 
would  likely  drop  them  from  the  story  altogether  and 
begin  with  Mary  and  Joseph. 

I've  been  living  rather  intensively  with  Zeke  and 
Liza  in  recent  days.   I'm  excited  about  their  achieve- 
ments, and  I'd  like  to  win  you  to  a  deeper  affection 
for  them. 


The  story  of  Elizabeth  and  Zechariah  gives  me  an 
opportunity  to  speak  a_  good  word  for  the  ordinary  in 


religion.   Both  were  of  priestly  lineage.   Both  were 
on  in  years.   It  is  conservatively  estimated  that 
Zechariah  must  have  been  at  least  sixty-five  years 
of  age  when  we  meet  him  in  Luke's  gospel.   But 
Zechariah  was  not  a  "name'3  priest  serving  a  presti- 
gious congregation.   He  lived  in  the  hill  country  of 
Judea.   Today  we  would  refer  to  him  as  a  rural  pastor. 
He  doubtless  drew  the  scorn  of  his  more  sophisticated 
colleagues  in  Jerusalem. 

On  the  face  of  it  there  isn't  much  to  notice 
about  this  couple.   Luke  puts  them  before  us  with  this 
statement:  "In  the  days  of  Herod,  king  of  Judea,  there 
was  a  priest  named  Zechariah. .. .and  he  had  a  wife  of 
the  daughters  of  Aaron,  and  her  name  was  Elizabeth." 
(Luke  1:5)   There  are  three  names  that  matter  in  that 
verse:   Herod,  Zechariah,  Elizabeth.   Herod  was  the 
significant  name.   That  was  the  name  that  everyone 
knew,  and  before  which  they  trembled. 

Had  you  been  there  in  those  days  Herod  would  have 
concerned  you,  not  Elizabeth  and  Zechariah.   You  would 
have  hung  on  his  every  word,  carefully  examined  his 
every  edict,  feared  his  wrath  and  cursed  his  gall.  The 
very  name  suggested  the  awesome,  sovereign  apparatus 
of  the  state. 

And  you  would  have  been  wrong!   That  venal,  cra- 
ven ruler  had  no  future.   God  uses  Herod  only  to  date 
the  truly  important.   He  is  a  mere  shadow  on  God's 
sundial.   The  future  was  not  with  Herod  but  with  that 
dottering  priest  and  his  barren  wife, 

Ordinary  people  they  were,  doing  very  ordinary 
things.   Oh,  two  weeks  every  year  Zechariah  went  up  to 
Jerusalem  to  function  as  a  priest  in  the  temple.   But 
other  than  that,  day  in  day  out,  month  after  month, 
year  following  year,  they  just  stayed  with  it  — 
priesting,  interpretirn;,  comforting,  encouraging  faith, 
telling  and  re-telling  the  story.   Yet,  when  you  think 
about  it,  it  was  people  such  as  these  who  galvanized 
the  soul  of  Israel.   Israel  wasn't  much  on  military 
power .   It  had  no  outstanding  genius  for  government  — 
how  many  kings  of  Israel  were  great?   Its  land  was 
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not  extensive.   Their  forte  was  their  faith,  and 
Zechariah  helped  to  keep  that  faith  alive  and  well. 

Charge  me  with  professional  self-interest  if  you 
will,  but  I  say  it  nonetheless  I    In  our  society  we  un- 
derappreciate the  contributions  of  ordinary  religion 
to  the  common  good.   I  have  in  mind  divine  worship  of- 
fered up  week  after  week,  the  regular  celebration  of 
the  sacraments  and  the  proper  observance  of  the  ordi" 
nances,  the  marking  of  festal  occasions.   I  have  in 
mind  the  daily  prayers  and  pastoral  works  that  are 
performed  by  a  relatively  few  obscure  men  and  women 
—  of  whom  the  world  is  scarcely  worthy. 

When  I  get  to  talking  with  the  members  and  offi- 
cers of  The  Riverside  Church  I  always  have  an  interest 
to  find  out  where  you  dear  people  came  from.   In  most 
cases,  it  would  seem,  those  on  whom  the  life  of  this 
church  rests,  humanly  speaking,  come  from  small,  non- 
descript congregations  in  out-of-the-way  places.  Some- 
body did  a  good  job  on  you?   Back  yonder  somewhere  in 
the  hills  of  Pennsylvania  or  Ohio  or  in  the  mountain 
country  of  North  Carolina,  Georgia  or  Kentucky,  or  on 
the  western  plains  of  Texas,  some  Zechariah  type 
priested  you! 

In  his  book,  The  Children  of  Pride,  Robert  Manson 
Myers  has  given  us  a  collection  of  letters  that  depict 
life  in  the  south  before,  during  and  after  the  civil 
war.   The  letters  follow  one  another  without  much  edi- 
torial comment.   I  was  fascinated  by  the  influence  of 
a  small  congregation  in  Midway,  Georgia.  Midway  is 
just  a  little  south  of  Savannah.   Writes  Manson^   "A 
bronze  tablet  to  the  left  of  the  entrance  identifies 
this  imposing  landmark  as  the  Midway  Congregational 
Church,  erected  in  1792....  The  church  has  been  called 
'the  cradle  of  Revolutionary  spirit  in  Georgia;5  two 
of  its  sons,  Lyman  Kail  and  Button  Gwinnett,  were 
signers  of  the  Declaration  of  Independence;  two  others, 
Daniel  Stewart  and  James  Screven,  became  brigadier 
generals  in  the  Revolutionary  army.   In  recognition  of 
the  marked  patriotism  of  the  Midway  community  during 
the  Revolutionary  War  the  county  of  which  the  parish 
later  became  a  part  was  honored  by  the  name  of  Liberty. 
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Six  counties  in  Georgia  today  bear  the  names  of  Midway 
sons:   Lyman  Hall,  Button  Gwinnett,  Daniel  Stewart, 
James  Screven,  John  Baker  and  Augustus  Octavius  Bacon. 

"Four  sons  of  Midway  became  early  governors  of 
Georgia:   Lyman  Hall,  Button  Gwinnett,  Richard  Howley, 
and  Nathan  Brownson.   Among  distinguished  Midway  pas- 
tors were  Abiel  Holmes,  father  of  Oliver  Wendell  Holmes, 
and  Jedidiah  Morse,  the  father  of  Samuel  F.B.  Morse. 
The  scientist  Louis  LeConte,  world-famed  for  his  botan- 
ical gardens,  was  a  communicant  of  Midway  Church;  his 
two  sons,  John  and  Joseph  LeConte,  also  distinguished 
scientists,  were  instrumental  in  founding  the  Univer- 
sity of  California,  and  John  LeConte  served  for  a  time 
as  its  ^resident. 

"Descendants  of  the  Midway  community  have  found 
their  way  even  to  the  White  House:  Theodore  Roosevelt 
was  a  great-grandson  of  General  Daniel  Stewart,  of 
Revolutionary  fame;  and  Ellen  Louise  Axson,  the  first 
wife  of  Woodrow  Wilson,  was  a  granddaughter  of  the 
Rev.  I.S.Ko  Axson,  for  seventeen  years  pastor  of  the 
Midway  Church.   It  would  be  impossible  to  name  or  even 
to  number  here  the  countless  clergymen,  doctors,  law- 
yers, professors,  teachers,  scientists,  judges,  legis- 
lators, and  soldiers  who  have  left  this  tiny  church  to 
assume  positions  of  influence  and  distinction  through- 
out the  nation  and  the  world.   For  a  rural  community 
which  at  no  time  boasted  more  than  a  few  hundred  souls, 
and  which  was  dispersed  only  a  little  more  than  a  cen- 
tury after  it  was  settled,  such  a  record  is  indeed 
astonishing  if  not  unique."  JL 

The  ordinary  in  religion,  don1 t  sell  it  short! 

*     "k  * 

The  story  of  Elizabeth  and  Zechariah  gives  me  an 
opportunity  to  say  a_   good  word  for  the  elderly .  Eliza- 
beth and  Zechariah  were  what  we  would  call  Senior  Citi- 
zens or  "golden  oldies."   Consider  their  situation. 
Elizabeth  was  childless.  (It  is  consistent  with  the 
male  chauvinism  of  the  Bible  that  the  lack  of  offspring 
is  always  blamed  on  the  woman.)   Furthermore,  it  was 
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generally  held  that  a  childless  marriage  was  under  the 
curse  of  heaven,  (The  record  thus  is  careful  to  tell 
us  that  Elizabeth  and  Zechariah  were  both  "righteous 
before  God.")   Over  the  anxious  years  they  prayed 
earnestly  for  a  child  and  were  doubtless  rankled  more 
than  once  at  the  thought  of  Herod  and  his  women  propa- 
gating after  their  kind  while  they  were  without  issue. 
What  comes  through  so  impressively  is  the  fact  that 
they  never  once  lost  sight  of  what  God  could  do. 

Then  one  day  it  happened!   There  were  more  than 
20,000  priests  in  Israel.   They  were  divided  into 
twenty-four  classes.   Zechariah  belonged  to  the  eighth, 
Each  class  did  its  two  week  stint  in  Jerusalem  annual- 
ly.  One  of  the  most  coveted  duties  there  was  was  that 
of  offering  up  the  incense.   A  priest  could  have  that 
privilege  but  once  in  his  lifetime.   The  honor  was 
determined  by  lot. 

Between  the  slaying  and  the  offering  up  of  the 
sacrifice  each  morning  and  evening,  the  incensing 
priest  would  mount  the  steps  that  led  to  the  Holy 
Place.   Two  assistants  would  be  with  him,  one  of  whom 
bore  a  golden  censer  containing  half  a  pound  of  sweet- 
smelling  incense  while  the  other  carried  a  golden  ves- 
sel of  burning  coals.   Once  inside  the  suggestive, 
holy  dark,  the  assistants  would  leave.   The  priest 
would  then  spread  the  coals  on  the  altar  and  sprinkle 
the  incense  upon  it.   As  the  smoke  commenced  to  rise 
and  the  welcome  fragrance  to  fill  the  place,  the 
gathered  throng  outside  would  know  that  God  hears 
prayers. 

Wouldn't  you  know  that  after  all  those  years  it 
became  Zechariah ' s  turn  to  be  that  priest!   That  morn- 
ing when  the  lots  were  drawn  his  name  came  up.   Clad 
in  a  white  robe  and  bare  of  feet  he  went  up  into  the 
Holy  Place  where  none  but  Levites  ever  entered.   Sud- 
denly there  appeared  the  angel  Gabriel  who  said  to 
him,  "Do  not  be  afraid  Zechariah,  for  your  prayer  is 
heard,  and  your  wife  Elizabeth  will  bear  you  a  son, 
and  you  shall  call  his  name  John!" 

Zechariah  demurred.   Even  angels  get  mad,  and 
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Gabriel  responded  by  stating  that  the  chosen  priest 
would  be  dumb  until  the  child  was  born.  So  Zechariah 
emerged  from  the  Holy  Place  dazed  and  deaf  and  dumb 
to  face  a  people  waiting  for  a  blessing  from  his  1  ^s 
that  he  could  not  deliver. 

Prosaically  Luke  reports,  "When  his  time  of  ser- 
vice was  ended  he  went  to  his  home."  What  a  long  day 
it  must  have  been!   Perhaps  he  had  tried  to  leave 
earlier.   His  wife  had  to  know  about  this!   If  only 
we  had  a  video  tape  of  that  action  where  Zechariah 
tried  to  share  his  gladness  with  his  wife.   How  do  you 
tell  a  wife  that  she  is  going  to  have  a  child  if  you 
can't  talk!   Did  he  go  like  this?  Did  he  rush  into 
the  back  room  for  the  cradle,  swipe  the  cobwebbs  off 
it,  blow  away  the  dust  and  begin  to  rock  it?  How  did 
he  say  it?   In  due  time  Elizabeth  was  with  child.  And 
her  experience  proved  a  source  of  comfort  and  encour- 
agement to  Mary. 

Most  of  the  heroes  and  heroines  in  the  early  part 
of  Luke  were  old  people.   Three  Gospel  Psalms  grace 
those  pages,  and  they  were  all  written  by  elderly  peo- 
ple.  Elizabeth  turned  to  bless  Mary.   Zechariah  gave 
us  the  famous  Benedictus.   At  the  time  of  the  dedica- 
tion of  the  infant  Jesus  another  older  couple,  Simeon 
and  Anna,  gave  us  the  Nunc  Dimittis.   Even  though  our 
Roman  Catholic  friends  may  be  displeased  to  hear  it, 
there  is  considerable  evidence  to  support  the  view 
that  The  Magnificat  should  be  ascribed  to  Elizabeth, 
not  Mary. 

I  do  not  wish  to  thump  the  obvious  and  speak  at 
length  about  the  shameful  way  in  which  we  deny  our- 
selves the  wisdom,  poetry  and  music  of  the  aged.   We 
see  signs  here  and  there  these  days  that  say,  "Don't 
Waste  Heat."   "Don't  Waste  Light."   "Don't  Waste  Water." 
"Don't  Waste  Food."  Heaven  help  us,  we  need  yet  one 
more  sign,  "DON'T  WASTE  PEOPLE."  Aren't  you  glad  God 
trusted  someone  over  thirty!  Aren't  you  glad  that  the 
priests  were  smart  enough  to  retire  a  person  when  he 
became  disfunctional  not  when  he  reached  a  certain  age! 
That's  what's  wrong  with  Harlem,  Bed-Stuy,  Watts  and 
Chicago's  southside.   That's  what's  wrong  with  the 
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Barrios  of  Los  Angeles  and  New  York  City.   That's 
what's  wrong  with  our  Indian  reservations  —  the  un- 
conscionable and  indefensible  waste  of  people! 

Every  three  or  four  months  my  wife  and  I  receive 
a  card  from  a  man  who  is  an  Elder  in  a  church  that  we 
served  years  ago.  One  time  he's  in  Mexico .  Another 
time  he's  in  Iran.  Next  time  he's  somewhere  in  South 
America.  R.etired  now,  he  just  goes  around  giving  his 
wisdom  to  any  part  of  the  business  community  that  will 
have  it.  He  does  It  without  money  and  without  price. 
I'd  like  to  grow  old  like  that. 

Sure s  there  is  biological  age  -  don't  fight  it. 
There  is  social  age  -  when  they  change  our  membership 
classification  at  the  club,  or  when  we  are  given  the 
inevitable  gold  watch  at  work.   There  is  psychological 
age .   But  there  is  also  spiritual  age. 

Elizabeth  and  Zechariah  were  old  of  body  but 
young  of  soul.   They  didn't  stand  around  like  sancti- 
fied versions  of  Archy  Bunker,  singing  "Those  Were 
the  Days/'  When  it  was  still  dark  in  Israel  they  rose 
to  chant  their  matins  and  anticipate  the  dawn.   Or,  to 
change  the  figure,  when  those  around  them  were  sound- 
ing taps  Elizabeth  and  Zechariah  were  blowing  reveille, 
It  isn't  the  number  of  candles  on  the  cake  that  mat- 
ters, it's  the  candlepower  of  one's  faith.   The  elder- 
ly —  don't  sell  them  short. 


Finallys  this  story  of  Elizabeth  and  Zechariah 
gives  me  an  opportunity  to  speak  _a  good  word  for  the 
non-rational  in  religious  experience.   Zechariah  ran 
into  some  serendipity,  to  put  it  mildly,  in  the  course 
of  his  religious  duties.   He  got  more  than  he  bargained 
for.   Strange  goings-on  took  place  in  that  inner  dark. 
When  Matthew  talks  about  God  communicating  directly 
with  men  and  women,  he  speaks  of  dreams .   Luke  prefers 
to  talk  about  angels  and  messengers.   Call  it  what  you 
will,  there  is  intercourse  here  between  heaven  and 
earth.   A  common,  ordinary,  everyday  religious  occur- 
ance  became  for  Zechariah  and  his  wife  an  occasion  for 
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an  Advent!!   Like  the  Old  Testament  professor  who 
opens  up  to  Exodus  once  too  often  and  is  never  the 
same  again. 

So  Zechariah  came  out  of  it  incapacitated.   I 
wish  I  had  descriptive  gifts  to  hang  that  picture  on 
the  wall  of  your  mind.   A  man  who  was  paid  for  being 
able  to  talk  and  listen  finds  that  he  can  do  neither! 
Some  pedestrian  soul  who  kept  the  temple  log  makes  the 
entry:  "Incensing  priest  at  morning  sacrifice:  Zechariah. 
Comment:  Could  not  pronounce  blessing  due  to  loss  of 
voice." 

The  rationalists  rush  in.   They  know  all  about  it 

—  it  was  a  stroke.   Or,  it  was  psychosomatic.  Zechariah 
drew  the  lot,  wasn't  prepared  for  the  "once  in  a  life- 
time" experience  and  was  so  emotionally  overcome  as  to 
lose  the  power  to  speak. 

But,  my  friends,  the  common  people  knew  better. 
For  Luke  says,  "When  he  came  out,  he  could  not  speak 
to  them,  and  they  perceived  that  he  had  seen  a  vision 
in  the  temple."  How  did  they  know?  Visions  were  not 
that  common.   They  knew  because  in  some  unaccountable 
way  soul  communicates  to  soul. 

Zechariah  could  not  bless  them,  yet  he  gave  them 
the  greatest  blessing  ever.   He  could  not  speak  a  bless- 
ing but  he  was  a  blessing.   His  speechlessness  became 
the  talk  of  the  town!   Shades  of  Moses  coming  down  from 
the  mountain  wondering  how  he  can  prove  that  he  has 
been  up  there  with  God.   The  record  says  that  "the  skin 
of  his  face  shone  and  he  wist  not  that  it  shone." 

(Ex.  34:29) 

Our  deepest  spiritual  experiences  are  ineffable 

—  they  cannot  be  put  into  words.   It  is  just  as  well 
that  Zechariah  could  not  speak  since  he  could  not  have 
explained  it  anyway!   It  wasn't  rational  but  it  was 
real! ! 

The  whole  experience  turns  on  prayer  and  Zechariah' s 
lingering  confidence  that  God  would  come  through.  "Ah," 
we  say,  "it  was  the  world  view  of  that  day  that  made 


-  8  - 


them  think  that  God  was  active  in  everything. s:  But  no 
matter  the  world  view,  older  people  just  do  not  propa- 
gate children  —  do  they?   That  demythologizing  attempt 
falls  short  and  is  exposed  for  what  it  is  —  fundamen- 
tal unbelief. 

There  is  a  kind  of  Biblical  scholarship  that  hunts 
the  Bible  to  track  down  every  divine  intervention  and 
stomp  it  out.   But,  my  friends,  pop  religion  as  opposed 
to  rational  religion  has  never  had  much  trouble  believ- 
ing that  God  is  among  us  in  power .   We  keep  asking  for 
faith  the  size  of  a  mountain  to  move  a  mustard  seed! 
Those  old  souls  believed  that  God  would  keep  his  word 
and  give  them  a  child.   The  non-rational  in  religion 
—  don't  sell  it  short. 


Let  me  ask  in  closing,  "How  many  Advents  does  this 
make  for  you  —  20,  30,  40,  60,  70?"  Perhaps  for  you 
the  season  has  never  quite  fulfilled  its  promise.   You 
go  along  with  it  —  the  banners,  the  choirs,  the  carols, 
the  pageants  —  but  it  never  quite  gets  through.   Let 
me  confess  for  your  comfort  that  preaching  at  Christmas 
and  Easter  and  Pentecost  is  the  hardest  preaching  that 
I'm  ever  called  upon  to  do.   Probably  because  I  must 
attempt  to  explain  the  ineffable. 

Maybe  we're  going  at  it  the  wrong  v/ay.   I'm  told 
that  in  Italy  today  there  is  a  renewed  interest  in 
monastic  life  among  women.   In  the  old  days  women  came 
primarily  from  the  country  to  join  a  convent ;  but  pre- 
sently the  women  who  are  coming  are  older,  better  edu- 
cated and  for  the  most  party  city-bred.   Recently,  one 
such  who  speaks  eight  languages  was  asked  why  she  se- 
cluded herself  in  a  cloister.   She  replied,  "Because 
eight  languages  are  not  enough."  2_ 

There  is  a  language  of  the  soul.  Less  words  and 
more  wonder.  Less  work  and  more  waiting.  It's  worth 
a  try.   We  have  nothing  to  lose  but  our  unbelief. 
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CLOSING  PRAYER 

Ijj  it  pltaAz  T/iee,   God,  /ie£ea6e  ua  {worn 
the.  pKtkon  ofi  qua  A&yu>ej> 

and  tht  domination  ofi  ouji  mlncU 

that  oua  houJti>  may  kave.  a  chance.. 

In  the.  AJJtmce.  o&  alt  mortal  {l&bk 
Izt  deep  colt  to  d&zp, 

wntil  we  know  bzyond  all  doubt 
that  alt  u>  woJUL 
{ok.  Tkou  axt  ntgk. 

ThAougk  J&alu>  ChhJjit  oua  Loud. 

Amen. 


FOOTNOTES: 
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